Parenting can have profound effects on children's mental health and behaviour. Harsh, cold and inconsistent parenting increases the risk that children will develop both externalising disorders (behavioural problems such as aggression) 1 
HIV infection, substance misuse and skills shortages in South Africa, preventing these problems is critical. 4 Inconsistent discipline, poor monitoring and supervision, and harsh punishment (including corporal punishment) all increase the risk that children will develop a disorder: 5 • Inconsistent discipline has been linked to aggression and other problem behaviours. 6 When parents make and apply rules for
Parenting has a considerable impact on children's behaviour and mental health. Improving child health and behaviour requires an understanding of the relationship between parenting practices; contexual factors such as parental mental health, intimate partner violence, substance abuse and poverty; and children's behaviour. In this article the authors report the findings of a survey of parenting and child behaviour in a small rural South African community. The findings show that corporal punishment, the stress of parenting and parental mental health are significantly associated with both children's internalising (depression and anxiety) and externalising (rulebreaking and aggression) symptoms. Intimate partner violence in the home was also associated with children's externalising symptoms. These findings imply that parent support and training, and an increase in services to address intimate partner violence and mental health problems, should be prioritised as part of a national violence reduction strategy.
children inconsistently, children find it difficult to understand the link between their behaviour and its consequences.
7
• Failing to monitor a child's or adolescent's whereabouts, companions and activities is a very strong predictor of behavioural problems, probably because it removes the opportunity for parents to teach children how to manage their own behaviour and to choose friends wisely. 8 • Corporal punishment has been shown in a number of studies to increase risk for behavioural problems. 9 The specifics of these interactions are likely to change as children age. For instance, harsh parenting of a young child may be more likely to include spanking while harsh parenting of a teenager may include more psychological abuse -but harsh, inconsistent discipline at any age has been shown to promote bad outcomes.
On the other hand, positive parenting -when parents are warm and affectionate and have positive interactions with their children -promotes good outcomes for children. 10 Many parents face a number of stressors that can undermine positive parenting. Single parenting, for instance, reduces social support for parents, and is likely to be associated with economic stress.
11
Poverty affects parenting in a number of ways, largely through increasing the stress of parenting. Parents living in poverty are more likely to be depressed, which increases the likelihood of harsh, inconsistent parenting.
12 They are also less likely to have the social support that may ease the stress of parenting, 13 and are less likely to be warm towards their children or to monitor them sufficiently. 14 Both single parenting and poverty are widespread in South Africa, 15 as are other, related, problems -intimate partner violence, mental health problems and substance misuse 16 -all of which make parenting more difficult. For instance, intimate partner violence increases the stress of managing parenting tasks, both because of the effect it has on the parent victim and because children's behavioural problems may increase when they are exposed to violence in the home, as they may model the abuser's behaviour. 17 In addition, children of parents who are mentally ill may be affected both through direct exposure to distressing symptoms and through disruptions to parenting. 
Data analysis
The focus group discussions were transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis involves identifying, analysing and reporting specific patterns (themes) across participants, where a theme refers to a coherent pattern that captures something important in relation to the research questions of the study. In terms of the parenting variables, positive parenting, parental involvement and harsh corporal punishment ('You hit your child with an object') were not found to be significantly associated with either child externalising or internalising behaviour and so were excluded from the final models. We then ran a model with only the contextual variables (keeping child age and gender as constants) to see whether they were predictive of child outcomes: poverty, parental substance use and single parenthood were not significant predictors of child externalising and internalising behaviour and so were also excluded from the final models. At each stage where variables were removed from the models, models with and without those variables were compared using appropriate statistics (AIC, BIC and adjusted R-squared).
Next, the enter method of regression was used to develop a final model that explored relationships between all the variables that had been significantly associated with children's outcomes in the earlier models. Variables were entered into the regression model in the following blocks: first child age and gender, followed by parenting, followed by the contextual variables. In Survey 2 we had 213 children for whom we were able to collect data on the Child Behavior Checklist. and 'sometimes' (see Table 2 for details). Parents' reports on the Parenting Stress Index indicated that most parents did not find parenting particularly stressful (see Table 2 for details). However, over onefifth of parents reported that they found dealing with their child difficult, and almost one-fifth that they were very stressed by parenting their child. Over one-fifth of parents reported such high levels of stress that they were in the clinical range for this; and one-fifth reported such high levels of dysfunctional interactions with their children that they could be regarded as being at risk of abusing their children. However, 68
(32.2%) of parents reported never spanking their children as a punishment, while 58 (27.5%) reported always using spanking or slapping as a punishment.
Contextual variables that could affect parenting -parents' mental health, experiences of intimate partner violence, and substance misuse -are In terms of substance misuse, tobacco was the most frequently reported substance used, followed by alcohol. Of the 215 parents who reported alcohol use, 49 (22.8%) reported using it at risky levels.
Two parents (1%) also reported risky levels of use of sleeping pills, and 97 parents (45.2%) reported using tobacco at moderate or highly risky levels. Of the drugs that parents reported using, only alcohol is likely to be associated with difficulties in parenting, 38 and so only their reported alcohol use was used in further analyses.
Focus group results
The focus group discussions explored three areas: 
Parenting and contextual variables and their effects on children
Bivariate relationships between the variables and children's behaviour are presented in Table   4 . Neither child age nor child gender was significantly associated with externalising or internalising symptoms. In the model that included intimate partner violence, it was significantly associated with externalising symptoms. In both the models that included and excluded intimate partner violence, spanking or slapping (whether always or sometimes), stress of parenting, and parental mental health were all associated with externalising symptoms. With the exception of intimate partner violence, the same variables were associated with children's internalising symptoms.
Discussion
In summary, our community-wide survey found that spanking and slapping, stress of parenting, and parental mental health are significantly associated with both children's internalising and externalising symptoms. In addition, intimate partner violence in the home was associated with externalising symptoms in the subsample that responded to this question. The child's age and gender, positive parenting, parents' involvement with their children, the caregiver's status as a single parent, poverty and parental substance misuse were not significantly 
*Significantly associated with internalising symptoms
associated with children's symptoms. Based on the self-report of caregivers, the study also found that more than one-fifth of children living in the township would benefit from mental health treatment, as would more than one in 11 caregivers.
Children's mental health
In a large study assessing children's problems across 31 countries, including Ethiopia (the only African country included in the study), the means for both internalising and externalising were both 6.2, and did not differ significantly by age and gender. 39 In the current study, children's mental health appears to follow similar patterns. 40 It is not unusual that there
were children who were in the clinical range for both internalising and externalising disorders: depression, for instance, is strongly related to behavioural problems, particularly in boys. 41 The high rate of mental health problems among the township's children is cause for concern. This township is rural, and rates of mental health disorders tend to be lower in rural settings. 42 In 2012, 54.6%
of South African children lived in urban areas and may therefore have higher rates of mental health symptoms than children in the township where the survey was conducted. 43 What is most interesting about children in this township, and what is likely to generalise to other areas of South Africa, is the relationship between children's symptoms, the parenting they receive, and the contextual stressors that also may affect those symptoms. This points the way both to interventions for those children who are currently suffering these problems and to interventions that may prevent them from occurring in other children. 44 The effects of parenting on children's mental health and behaviour
Positive parenting and parental involvement are protective factors that are both consistently identified in the literature as reducing youth externalising 45 and internalising disorders. 46 It is therefore surprising that they were not identified as playing this role in the township where the survey was conducted.
Parents did report high levels of positive parenting and involvement, alongside the use of corporal punishment. It may be that because most township parents reported using these positive strategies, 47 , and explore whether these parenting behaviours are protective in
South African communities such as this township.
The strong association between slapping and spanking, and both externalising and internalising disorders, is also in line with the literature from around the world. 48 Slapping and spanking are widely used in the township as a strategy for disciplining children.
While it has been proposed in the literature that in such contexts corporal punishment may have weaker associations with children's behaviour, 49 our data suggest otherwise, as has been found in other contexts where it is also widespread, such as Tanzania 50 and Colombia. 51 Our study reports on cross-sectional data, and as such we cannot infer that corporal punishment causes children's mental health and behavioural symptoms. While that is likely, based on the empirical literature, 52 it is also possible that children's behaviour elicits corporal punishment from parents, and that corporal punishment increases as that behaviour becomes more difficult for parents. 53 Nonetheless, corporal punishment is not an effective strategy for managing child behaviour, and whether elicited by children's behaviour or not, only increases the risk that the child will develop either externalising or internalising symptoms. 54 The findings do suggest that strategies to reduce the use of corporal punishment and increase the use of positive discipline could have a positive impact on child behaviour and mental health.
Our data identifies the stress of parenting as having a significant role to play in children's symptoms, and this is underscored by one-fifth of the parents reporting that they had such dysfunctional interactions with their children that they were at risk of abusing their children. Together with the association between corporal punishment and child behaviour, this suggests that parents in the township who found parenting stressful may well have resorted to corporal punishment rather than more effective child management strategies. It also suggests that parenting programmes that teach effective parenting techniques may be helpful in reducing stress through changing parent behaviour and giving parents a sense of success in their parenting, hence reducing children's symptoms. 55 Contextual factors, parenting and children's behaviour
Contextual factors influence whether parents find parenting stressful or not. Since our study found that neither being a single parent nor poverty was associated with children's behaviour, it appears that these did not play a role in this context -possibly because the experiences in the township are quite normative.
That substance misuse was not found to be associated with children's behaviour is most likely because it was under-reported: our focus group data suggests that this is highly likely to be the case.
Parental substance misuse is typically associated with poor behaviour in children, 56 and future studies of parenting in similar contexts should investigate ways to improve reporting on this important matter.
There is a robust literature pointing to the associations between intimate partner violence and mental health, and parenting and child behaviour. 57 Our data show that these relationships also hold in this South African township -and since intimate partner violence appears to have been underreported in our work, the relationships may be even stronger than we were able to detect in this sample.
Implications
Our study has several limitations: it is cross-sectional, and therefore conclusions about the direction of causality cannot be drawn. It also appears that there was a strong social desirability bias that led to under- 58 In the mental health domain, recent analyses suggest that it is both possible and affordable to deliver services in rural areas, using a tiered model where mental health professionals supervise community health workers. 59 One possible direct implication for parenting might be a ban on corporal punishment in all contexts, including the family, an approach which appears to have been successful in both Sweden 60 and
Germany. 61 However, there are two reasons not to propose this approach for South Africa. Firstly, South
Africa has many good violence prevention policies, but at present enforcement is wholly inadequate. Indeed, our data suggests an alternative approach:
equipping parents with effective skills that reduce the stress of parenting, improve children's behaviour and buffer children against adversity. 66 Some parenting programmes have demonstrated effect in these areas, 67 and although the data is equivocal about the relationship between parent training and parents' mental health, 68 
